Aging delays strategic modulation of the fixation reflex.
Stimuli that project onto central vision facilitate maintenance of eye position, a phenomenon called the fixation reflex. Endogenous control over this fixation reflex enables one to willfully look away. The current study investigated whether these behaviors, which are important for effective visual orienting, change with advancing age. Previous research established that patients with frontal lobe damage exhibit weaker fixation reflexes and reduced control over this reflex. In light of brain atrophy occurring during healthy aging, we predicted similar but less robust changes in neurologically healthy older relative to young adults. The results generally supported this prediction, which has negative implications for performance of time-sensitive visual-orienting tasks.